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Capable and gifted readers are often held back in grade 
level basal reading texts, regardless oftheir reading ability, for 
fear that essential skills may be missed (Allen and Swearin-
gen, 1987; Carr, 1984). The abilities of these students are 
often underestimated (Bennett and Desforges, 1988). 
Basal reading series, which are so widely utilized in this 
country, continue to present comprehension skill develop-
ment as a series of separate skills, arranged in a hierarchical 
fashion, suggesting a definitive order to skill acquisition and 
mastery. However, research does not clearly support the 
identification of anyone set of comprehension skills (Davis, 
1968; Downing, 1982; McNeil, 1976; Spearitt, 1972; 
Thurstone, 1956). 
In classroom instruction, unfortunately, basal series skill hi-
erarchies seem to have been accepted as a list of essential 
skills and therefore students are held accountable for mas-
tery of these skills at each level (Allen and Swearingen, 
1987). Placement test manuals for at least two basal reading 
series further complicate instruction for capable students by 
cautioning teachers against initially placing students above 
grade level and against skipping subsequent levels for fear 
that essential skills may be missed (Aaron, Jackson, Riggs, 
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S m i t h  a n d  T i e r n e y ,  1 9 8 1 ;  F a y ,  B a l o w  a n d  A r n o l d ,  1 9 8 6 ) .  A  
r e v i e w  o f  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  s k i l l  d e v e l o p m e n t  
r e v e a l s  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  c l e a r  w h e t h e r  a l l ,  o r  e v e n  a n y ,  o f  t h e  
c o m p r e h e n s i o n  s k i l l  e x e r c i s e s  w h i c h  s t u d e n t s  a r e  a s k e d  t o  
p e r f o r m  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  ( R o s e n s h i n e ,  1 9 8 0 ) .  
D o  w e ,  i n d e e d ,  u n d e r e s t i m a t e  t h e  s k i l l s  o f  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s  
w h e n  w e  r e q u i r e  t h e m  t o  p r o g r e s s  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  t h r o u g h  
b a s a l  r e a d i n g  p r o g r a m s ?  B y  e x a m i n i n g  t h e  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  
s k i l l  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s  i n  t w o  b a s a l  r e a d i n g  
s e r i e s  i t  w a s  o u r  i n t e n t i o n  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  m o r e  f u l l y  h o w  t h e s e  
p r e s c r i b e d  b a s a l  s k i l l  h i e r a r c h i e s  m i g h t  i m p a c t  u p o n  s u c h  s t u -
d e n t s  a n d  t h e i r  t e a c h e r s .  
B o t h  b a s a l  r e a d i n g  s e r i e s  s e l e c t e d  f o r  t h i s  s t u d y  c a u t i o n e d  
t e a c h e r s  a g a i n s t  i n i t i a l l y  p l a c i n g  s t u d e n t s  a b o v e  g r a d e  l e v e l  
o r  s k i p p i n g  l e v e l s  f o r  f e a r  t h a t  t h e y  m i g h t  " m i s s  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  
r e a d i n g  r e l a t e d  s k i l l s  t h a t  a r e  i n t r o d u c e d  a t  e a c h  l e v e l  o f  t h e  
p r o g r a m "  ( F a y ,  e t  a I . ,  1 9 8 6 ) .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  m a n n e r  i n  w h i c h  
s k i l l s  h a d  b e e n  c a r e f u l l y  s e q u e n c e d  w i t h i n  e a c h  s e r i e s  w a s  
s t r e s s e d ,  s e r v i n g  a s  a  s e c o n d  c a u t i o n  a g a i n s t  m o v i n g  s t u -
d e n t s  a h e a d  ( A a r o n ,  e t  a I . ,  1 9 8 1 ) .  
I d e n t i f y i n g  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s  
T h e  s t u d e n t s  i n  t h i s  s t u d y  w e r e  4 6  s e c o n d  a n d  4 9  t h i r d  
g r a d e r s  w h o  m e t  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c r i t e r i a :  ( 1 )  s c o r e d  a t  t h e  5 0 t h  
p e r c e n t i l e  o r  a b o v e  o n  t h e  M e t r o p o l i t a n  A c h i e v e m e n t  T e s t  
( 1 9 8 6 ) ,  ( 2 )  s c o r e d  a b o v e  g r a d e  l e v e l  o n  e i t h e r  o r  b o t h  o f  t h e  
p l a c e m e n t  t e s t s ,  a  m e a s u r e  o f  s i l e n t  r e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n ,  
f o r  t w o  b a s a l  r e a d i n g  s e r i e s ,  a n d  ( 3 )  h a d  n o t  r e c e i v e d  i n s t r u c -
t i o n  i n  r e a d i n g  a b o v e  g r a d e  l e v e l .  
S t u d e n t s  s c o r i n g  a b o v e  g r a d e  l e v e l  o n  e i t h e r  o r  b o t h  o f  t h e  
p l a c e m e n t  t e s t s  w e r e  t h e n  g i v e n  t h e  e n d - o f - b o o k  m a s t e r y  
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tests in comprehension for their current grade placement and 
for the next three grade levels. These tests would typically be 
utilized by classroom teachers following the completion of a 
text to identify levels of skill proficiency before progression to 
the next text level, according to the identified hierarchy for a 
particular series. The criterion for mastery of individual skills 
which had been established by both of the series under 
examination was 800/0. 
Describing capable readers 
The capable second and third grade readers in this study 
were aware of, and had mastered, a large number of the com-
prehension skills tested in the two basal reading series 
examined. Without benefit of instruction, students demon-
strated mastery of skills as much as three years above their 
present grade placements. The percentage of second and 
third grade students mastering individual skills at each level 
tested can be seen in Tables 1 and 2. We were impressed by 
what these students already knew or were able to figure out. 
As the level of difficulty of text increased, the percentage of 
capable readers who could apply the skill sometimes de-
creased but seldom did the percentage drop completely to 
zero. Levels of skill usage and mastery did not consistently 
decrease as reading material became more difficult. It 
appeared that these readers may have been able to draw 
upon other known skills or thinking processes when faced 
with a difficult task, one for which they had not received direct 
instruction. They seemed to be exhibiting the flexibility that is 
characteristic of good readers (Anderson and Pearson, 1984; 
Mason, 1984; Paris, Lipson and Wixson, 1983). 
Overall, third grade readers were more accurate than 
second graders in their responses, particularly in series B 
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T a b l e  1  
P e r c e n t a g e  o f  C a p a b l e  S e c o n d  G r a d e  R e a d e r s  
M a s t e r i n g  C o m p r e h e n s i o n  S k i l l s  
S e r i e s  A  S e r i e s  B  
( N = 4 6 )  ( N = 4 4 )  
~ 
2 2  
3
1  
3
2  
4  
5  
2 2  
3
1  
3
2  
4  
5  
. s . J s . i l l  
M a i n  I d e a  
8 9  -
7 6  4 1  2 0  1 8  
D e t a i l s  
6 5  
2 8  2 0  
6 8  
S e q u e n c e  
9 1  
3 0  3 6  6 4  
5 9  
2 7  
D r a w ' g  C ' n c l ' s ' n s  
8 7  
7 4  
P r ' d ' c t ' g  O u t c ' m ' s  
7 7  
C a u s e  E f f e c t  
8 3  
7 0  
6 8  
6 4  3 4  
a t  l e v e l S :  C a u s e = 3 9 ;  E f f e c t = 2 4  
8 3  
F a c t  
5 2  3 0  
O p i n i o n  
5 2  
4 5  
W ' d  R e f e r e n t s  
8 3  5 0  
C o m p a r e / C o n t r a s t  
8 4  
S e n s o r y  L a n g .  
4 8  
F i g u r a t i v e  L a n g .  
9 3  5  
E l e m e n t s  o f  S t y l e  
5 9  8 0  
B i a s  
9  
F o r e s h a d o w i n g  
1 7  
P l o t  
6 5  
4 3  
3 5  
1 0 0  
3 9  
T h e m e  
9  5 0  
S e t t i n g  
7 6  6 1  5 7  
8 6  
C h a r a c t e r s  
8 3  6 3  6 5  
7 4  6 7  
3 6  3 6  
2 3  2 5  
C o n f l i c t i R e s o l u t ' n  
6 6  5 9  3 9  
S t o r y  P r o b l e m  
8 3  5 7  7 8  
S t o r y  S o l u t i o n  
7 6  8 9  7 2  
L i t e r a t u r e  
5 7  1 1  
a t  l e v e l  3
1
:  F i c t i o n = 5 7 ;  N o n f i c t i o n = 7 4  
a t  l e v e l  3
2
:  F a n t a s y : 9 8 ;  R e a l i t y = 9 8  
V o c a b .  ( I s o l a t i o n )  
1 0 0  -
8 0  3 6  9  1 6  0  
C o n t e x t  C l u e s  
8 0  
8 2  2 3  
A n a l o g y  
8 3  
6 1  
A n t o n y m  
1 4  
I d i o m s  
5 7  
3 2  
- =  n o t  t e s t e d  
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Table 2 
Percentage of Capable Third Grade Readers 
Mastering Comprehension Skills 
Series A Series B 
(N-49) (N-44) 
~ 32 4 5 6 32 4 5 6 
Skill 
Main Idea 94 59 29 64 
Details 61 53 29 
Sequence 67 71 82 87 45 
Time Relat'nships 73 
Draw'g Conclus'ns 96 
Pred'ct'g Outc'mes 98 75 
Cause/Effect 93 86 82 84 
at levelS: Cause=71; Effect=61 
Fact 92 84 
Opinion 90 91 
Word Referents 77 
Figurative Lang. 25 
Elements of Style 82 96 80 
Bias 27 
Foreshadowing 45 
Author's Purpose 39 
Mood 23 
Personification 82 
Plot 80 78 69 80 
Theme 59 91 50 
Setting 94 76 53 47 48 
Characters 90 86 96 72 68 43 59 73 
ConflictlResolut'n 93 93 77 
Story Problem 90 
Story Solution 84 
Literature 73 47 35 
at level 32: Fantasy=100;Reality=98 
Vocab. (Isolation) 73 61 16 5 
Context Clues 96 88 43 14 
Analogy 96 94 
Antonym 82 
Idioms 78 76 70 
Connotat'n of W'ds 96 
- = not tested 
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w h e r e  t h e  f o r m a t  a s s e s s e d  s e v e r a l  t y p e s  o f  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  
s k i l l s  t h r o u g h  o n e  p i e c e  o f  t e x t .  W e  w o n d e r e d  w h e t h e r  t h e  
t h i r d  g r a d e r s '  l o n g e r  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  r e a d i n g  ( i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  
p o t e n t i a l  f o r  f l e x i b i l i t y  a n d  f l u e n c y )  a n d  t h e  s h i f t i n g  f o c u s  o f  
i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  t h i r d  g r a d e  ( m o v i n g  f r o m  a n  e m p h a s i s  o n  w o r d  
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  s k i l l s  t o w a r d  a n  e m p h a s i s  o n  c o m p r e h e n s i o n )  
m i g h t  a c c o u n t  f o r  t h e  g r a d e  l e v e l  d i f f e r e n c e s  w e  o b s e r v e d .  
T h e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s  s u g g e s t e d  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  
s t a g e s  o f  r e a d i n g  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  t h e  s h i f t  i n  r e a d i n g  a b i l i t y  
t h a t  a p p e a r s  d u r i n g  s e c o n d  a n d  t h i r d  g r a d e  ( D u f f y  a n d  
R o e h l e r ,  1 9 8 6 ;  G r a y ,  1 9 3 7 ) .  
W h a t  w e  l e a r n e d  
B y  r e c e i v i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  g r a d e  l e v e l  r e a d i n g  m a t e r i a l s ,  
t h e  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s  i n  t h i s  s t u d y  w e r e ,  i n d e e d ,  b e i n g  u n d e r -
e s t i m a t e d  a s  s u g g e s t e d  b y  B e n n e t t  a n d  D e s f o r g e s  ( 1 9 8 8 ) .  
T h e s e  s e c o n d  a n d  t h i r d  g r a d e  s t u d e n t s  p o s s e s s e d  k n o w l -
e d g e  o f  m a n y  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  r e a d i n g  p r o c e s s  t h a t  m i g h t  b e  
v i r t u a l l y  u n t a p p e d  d u r i n g  g r a d e  l e v e l  r e a d i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n .  
P l a c e m e n t  o f  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s  a n d  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  d e c i s i o n s  
m a d e  f o r  t h e m ,  w h i c h  a s s u m e d  a  l a c k  o f  k n o w l e d g e  o f  s k i l l s  
a t  a n d  a b o v e  t h e  a s s i g n e d  l e v e l  a n d ,  c o n s e q u e n t l y ,  m o v e d  
s t u d e n t s  t h r o u g h  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  s k i l l s  i n  t h e  a s s i g n e d  l e v e l ,  
r e s u l t e d  i n  u n d e r e s t i m a t i n g  s t u d e n t s .  T h i s  u n d e r e s t i m a t i o n  
w a s  p o t e n t i a l l y  h o l d i n g  t h e m  a t  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  
i n s t r u c t i o n a l ,  r e a d i n g  l e v e l .  P o w e l l  ( 1 9 8 4 )  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h i s  
p r a c t i c e  m a y  r e t a r d  p o t e n t i a l  r e a d i n g  g r o w t h .  
T h e  i n c o n s i s t e n t  s e q u e n c e s  o f  s k i l l s  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  
b a s a l  r e a d i n g  s e r i e s  i n  t h i s  s t u d y  a n d  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  s t u d e n t  
p e r f o r m a n c e  a c r o s s  r e a d i n g  l e v e l s  c o n f i r m e d  o u r  u n c e r t a i n t y  
a b o u t  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  a  t r u e  h i e r a r c h y  o f  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  
s k i l l s .  I f  s u c h  a  h i e r a r c h y  e x i s t e d ,  i t  c o u l d  n o t  p o s s i b l y  b e  t h e  
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basis for the skill sequence in both reading series because 
there was too much variation between them. Therefore, it 
would seem that at least one of the basal reading series under 
examination was based upon a hierarchy that was not valid. 
When the two basal series were compared, it was also 
evident that the format of assessments impacted upon stu-
dent performance. Students performed better when applying 
a skill for understanding was the object of the assessment, 
rather than identifying the term for .the skill. For example, 
students would read and respond with understanding to the 
meaning of a simile but were not as successful at identifying 
which statement was a simile. 
Second grade students also performed better when the 
format of the test was fairly consistent with the format of their 
daily classroom instruction, i.e., skills practiced separately. 
This suggested that students' reading performance was 
responding to more than the skills being assessed. Type of 
test, topic of text, perceived purpose of task, and type of 
thinking process being assessed were among other factors 
that could have been impacting on reading performance, as 
present definitions of reading suggest (Anderson and Pear-
son, 1984; Duffy and Roehler, 1986). 
What can be done 
Capable readers who are being instructed in a basal 
reading series must be allowed to move beyond the grade 
level text. Capable readers do generalize from their reading 
experiences, both personal and instructional, and inappropri-
ate placement may retard future growth. 
Since the hierarchies upon which basal series are built are 
questionable, merely moving capable readers through each 
P a g e  4 2  
R E A D I N G  H O R I Z O N S ,  W i n t e r ,  1 9 9 0  
r e a d i n g  l e v e l  f a s t e r ,  b u t  s t i l l  r e q u i r i n g  t h e  c o m p l e t i o n  o f  m o s t  
t a s k s ,  i s  t i m e  w a s t e d ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y .  
W e  m u s t  a d a p t  b a s a l s  t o  t h e  s k i l l  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c a p a b l e  
r e a d e r s  a s  w e  o f t e n  d o  f o r  l e s s  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s .  
I f  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s  r e m a i n  i n  b a s a l  r e a d i n g  m a t e r i a l s ,  w e  
s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  b a s a l  p r o g r a m  b e  a p p r o a c h e d  a s  t w o  s e p a -
r a t e  c o m p o n e n t s :  a  l i t e r a t u r e  s t r a n d  a n d  a  s k i l l s  s t r a n d .  W e  
s u g g e s t  t h i s  b e c a u s e ,  i n  r e a l i t y ,  t h e r e  i s  o f t e n  l i t t l e  m a t c h  
b e t w e e n  s t o r y  d e m a n d s  a n d  s k i l l s  p l a c e m e n t  i n  t h e  b a s a l  
r e a d e r s  t h a t  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s  a r e  u s i n g .  
T h e  b a s a l  r e a d e r  s e l e c t i o n s ,  a t  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  l e v e l s  f o r  
c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s ,  s h o u l d  b e  r e v i e w e d  a n d  s e l e c t e d  f o r  u s e  
o n l y  i f  t h e y  r e p r e s e n t  q u a l i t y  l i t e r a t u r e ,  e i t h e r  f i c t i o n  o r  n o n -
f i c t i o n .  T h e s e  q u a l i t y  s e l e c t i o n s  s h o u l d  t h e n  b e  s t u d i e d  t o  
d e t e r m i n e  t h e  t h i n k i n g  p r o c e s s e s  a n d  s k i l l s  r e q u i r e d  b y  t h e  
r e a d e r  t o  c o m p r e h e n d  a n d  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  t e x t .  T h e  t h i n k i n g  
p r o c e s s e s  a n d  s k i l l s  r e q u i r e d  b y  t h e  b a s a l  t e x t s  s h o u l d  t h e n  
b e  m a t c h e d  t o  t h e  n e e d s  o f  t h e  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s .  
T h e  s k i l l s  w h i c h  c a p a b l e  r e a d e r s  a l r e a d y  p o s s e s s  s h o u l d  
b e  a s s e s s e d ,  a t  t h e  v e r y  l e a s t  b y  u s i n g  t h e  e n d - o f - u n i t  a n d  
e n d - o f - b o o k  a s s e s s m e n t s  p r o v i d e d  b y  t h e  p u b l i s h e r s  a s  a  
p r e t e s t  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  p o s t t e s t .  T e a c h e r s  s h o u l d  f e e l  f r e e  t o  
i n c l u d e  o t h e r  t y p e s  o f  a s s e s s m e n t s ,  h o w e v e r .  S k i l l s  w h i c h  
r e m a i n  t o  b e  m a s t e r e d  s h o u l d  b e  c l u s t e r e d  b y  s i m i l a r i t y  f o r  
i n s t r u c t i o n  s i n c e  t h e s e  s t u d e n t s  h a v e  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  g e n e r a l i z e  
f r o m  p r e v i o u s  i n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e  c l u s t e r e d  
s k i l l s  s h o u l d  t h e n  b e  m a t c h e d  t o  b a s a l  t e x t s  w h i c h  m a k e  u s e  
o f  t h o s e  s p e c i f i c  s k i l l s  o r  t h o u g h t  p r o c e s s e s .  S u p p o r t i v e  
i n s t r u c t i o n a l  m a t e r i a l s ,  s u c h  a s  w o r k b o o k  p a g e s  a n d  d u p l i -
c a t i n g  m a s t e r s ,  s h o u l d  b e  r e a r r a n g e d  t o  a c c o m m o d a t e  t h e  
s k i l l  c l u s t e r s  d e r i v e d  f r o m  t h e  a s s e s s m e n t  p r o c e s s .  
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The organization of the directed or guided reading activi-
ties should also be reexamined. Because skills have been 
clustered together and matched to stories which utilize those 
skills; the reading lesson should begin with a study of the skill 
or thinking process and proceed to application in the text, 
moving into the text in a natural manner as proficient readers 
usually do for themselves. Instructional time will be most 
beneficial if application of skills in authentic text is the focal 
point of the lesson. Vocabulary study, in the context of the 
story, will also be more meaningful. 
Capable readers, such as those described in this study, 
deserve appropriate instruction especially if they remain in 
basal reading materials. Teachers should follow a three-fac-
eted procedure: selection of reading material which has value 
as literature, assessment of readers' skills so that they are not 
required to study what they have already mastered, and 
analysis of reading selections to insure a match between the 
selection and the skills which are taught. We cannot let our 
management systems limit our students' growth as readers. 
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